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337Around 1550, Hadrianus Marius from Malines admired the rich and elaborate 
appearance of private dwellings in Bruges.1 Only forty years later, Zeghere 
van Male, a former councillor of Bruges, bewailed how in this same city, 
many people had left their houses or converted them into gardens, since 
mortgages had become very high and repairs were unaffordable.2 The 
contrasting depictions of the houses by these two writers is striking but 
could be attributed to the very different times in which they wrote: before 
and after the economic and demographic crisis of the 1580s.
Starting from the concept that everyone chooses housing according to 
his means or status, the evolution of housing and the resulting social 
topography can serve as excellent indicators of social change. In this 
contribution, we will investigate the relationship between economic de-
velopment and social change, and how these factors shaped the social 
topography of Bruges between 1380 and 1670. In the late medieval period, 
Bruges was the main commercial gateway and the prime financial centre 
of North-western Europe and an important centre for cloth production. 
The sixteenth-century rise of Antwerp, which took over Bruges’ leading 
role in trade and finance, encouraged the latter to reconvert its economy. 
Bruges remained an important regional centre throughout the early modern 
period, but the composition of its population changed over time. Whereas 
many socio-topographical studies focus on urban expansion and resulting 
residential patterns, studies of intra-urban transformations are rare. Bruges 
provides an excellent case study for exposing transformations driven by 
economic reconversion and social change.
Visualising urban social change is quite a challenge, especially when deal-
ing with the late medieval and early modern periods. Given the lack of 
extensive, comparable sources and accurate maps, researchers face an 
additional challenge when trying to visualise and explain social and urban 
transformations from a longitudinal perspective. For this purpose, we used 
fiscal sources (taxes on the rental values of houses) for three benchmark 
years: 1382, 1583 and 1667. These sources provide data on the number 
of housing units, their use (owners or tenants) and their rental values. 
Historical GIS helps to explore the spatial dimension of these data and to 
visualise the impacts of profound economic change in the urban tissue 
from a longitudinal perspective. The added value of GIS is that it establishes 
the co-existence of diverging patterns and evolutions on the meso- and 
micro-levels and therefore leads to a better understanding of urban history.3
Following a short survey of some trends in the historiography of social 
stratification and topography, we present our specific case study, including 
sources and methodology. Finally, we present key results and conclude 
with some points of discussion.
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338 Social structure and social change have fuelled historiographical debates 
from the 1970s onwards.4 Since Herlihy’s study of the Florentine catasto 
of 1427 (Italy) and Boone, Reusens and Dumon’s work on late medieval 
Ghent (Southern Netherlands), fiscal sources (housing taxes) have been 
used to reconstruct urban social stratification.5 Housing can serve as a 
proxy for social structure since every household, whether an owner or 
tenant, is believed to have lived according to its financial means and status.6 
Therefore, housing values are very useful to position all urban households 
in relative order. They are, however, no indicators for absolute wealth levels; 
for housing, similar to Engel’s law for food, it has been established that the 
percentage of a household budget spent on it is inversely proportional to 
household income. This is the closest we can get to a reconstruction of 
urban social stratification and its topographical dimension.7
Social topography has attracted much attention since Gideon Sjoberg 
described pre-industrial cities as highly segregated spaces, with luxurious 
dwellings for the elites in the city centre and small, flimsily constructed 
hovels for the outcasts on the city’s fringes. Furthermore, according to 
Sjoberg, fundamental change in urban society and urban social topography 
was only brought about by the Industrial Revolution.8 Nowadays, urban 
historians reject this highly-polarized and static model, as empirical studies 
of early modern cities have revealed a more dynamic and diversified social 
topography.9 The spatial turn in history, and new tools such as GIS, have 
redirected attention from analyses at the macro level (the entire city) to 
meso- and micro-levels (respectively, neighbourhoods and individual plots 
or houses).10 While pre-industrial cities may indeed have had wealthier 
centres and poorer fringes, most districts and even single building blocks 
housed a mixture of different social groups. Moreover, most diachronic 
comparisons of social topography in Low Countries’ cities focus on changes 
from early modern to modern times. Our focus is on the transition from 
medieval to early modern times, and how the changing social topography 
of Bruges reflected the economic and demographic change.
By the Late Middle Ages, Bruges was the undisputed commercial gateway to 
and the prime financial centre of North-western Europe, and an important 
production centre for high-quality cloth that was exported all over Europe. 
Around 1350, the city housed an estimated 57,000 inhabitants, many of 
whom were immigrant textile workers.11 Around 1500, however, Bruges’ 
economy was hit on two fronts. First, the city lost its prime position as a 
commercial gateway, overtaken by Antwerp, which was better positioned 
with regard to the shifting international trade routes. Gradually, Bruges 
lost its international standing and refocused on its function as a regional 
Social structure 
and social 
topography
Bruges’ economy 
and population
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A. 
Market, 
B. 
Zand Square, 
C. 
Prinsenhof, 
D. 
Saint James church, 
E. 
Saint Saviour church, 
F. 
Cloister of the 
Fransiscan nuns 
(from ca. 1450), 
G. 
Cloister of the 
Maricolen nuns 
(from 1667), 
H. 
Cattevoorde, 
1. 
Steenstraat/
Zuidzandstraat, 
2. 
Boeveriestraat, 
3. 
Ezelstraat, 
4. 
Moerstraat, 
5. 
Geldmuntstraat, 
6. 
Raamstraat, 
7. 
Tweede Sint-
Jansstraatje.  
Figure 1 
Saint James district, a 
cross-section of Bruges. 
(map by the authors).
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340 trading centre. Second, by 1500, the city’s exports of luxury cloth were 
declining due to foreign and domestic competition. A reorganised textile 
industry, producing lighter fabrics, regained sufficient market share, but 
this happened at the expense of employment in the preparatory and 
finishing sectors. A compensatory trend was growth in the production of 
luxury commodities such as arts and crafts, and fashion, for the increasingly 
important domestic consumption market.12
The crisis around 1500, exacerbated by the revolt against Maximilian of 
Austria, caused the already declining population to drop from 40,000 to 
30,000 inhabitants, a loss of 25%. A similar situation occurred at the end 
of the sixteenth century when the combination of political change and 
economic crisis resulted in the emigration of a third of the population: a fall 
from 38,000 to 25,000 inhabitants. By 1670, reconversion of the economy 
made the city attractive to new migrants, and the population recovered 
to 33,000 inhabitants.13
Topographically, the city can be subdivided between the old inner city, an 
area of 75 hectares demarcated by the first urban ramparts dating back to 
1128, and the thirteenth-century urban extension. The second ramparts 
of 1297–1300 encompassed a zone of 430 hectares, including the old city 
centre and the former suburban area where housing initially spread along 
the main entrance roads, and industrial zones filled the empty spaces in 
between. Although noble residences and religious convents were located in 
this area as well, the majority of the inhabitants belonged to the middling 
and lower social groups.14
In this contribution, we will focus on the district of Saint James (Sint-
Jakobszestendeel), one of the six administrative sections of Bruges (fig. 1). 
Each district runs from the Market to the second ramparts and includes 
higher status zones in the old city centre, commercial zones along the 
main entrance roads and lower status and industrial zones in the urban 
periphery. Our study draws on fiscal and topographical data for medieval 
Bruges that have not been published before.
The selection of Saint James was a pragmatic choice in the light of the 
available sources: a unique, late fourteenth-century tax register on a 
cadastral basis has survived for this district.15 In December 1382, following 
the defeat of rebellion, the city government imposed a housing tax to raise 
money to protect against future attacks. The register in question contains 
the names of taxpayers, both house owners and tenants, living in Saint 
James. These individuals are listed street-by-street and house-by-house 
with the tax amount due. Although the source itself does not mention 
the tax rate, it is safe to assume that the amounts paid by the individuals 
Sources
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341reflect the (rental) value of the property.16 For example, in 1382, linen 
weaver Willem Rogier paid 12 groats for a house in the Raamstraat, which 
we know was a small house with a thatched roof. It was indeed a rather 
modest sum compared to the overall median of 18 groats.17 This stands 
in stark contrast to the highest-taxed house in this district, located in the 
Steenstraat near the Market, for which tenant Jan Calf paid a tax of no less 
than 612 groats. At the lower end of the spectrum are the houses described 
as cameren, cheap single-room rentals, with correspondingly low tax values 
of 6 groats on average.
Between 1569 and 1585, taxes on rental values were levied all over the 
Spanish Netherlands as local contributions for the Spanish wars.18 These 
taxes disappeared after the reconciliation with Spain (1585) but reappeared 
as annual urban taxes in the 1630s and continued to exist until the end of 
the eighteenth century. The benchmarks of 1583 and 1667 were selected 
to represent the early modern period since rental values were readjusted 
to real market prices in these years only. In addition to having actual rental 
values, the registers offer full information on location, owners and tenants, 
and on housing typology (dwellings versus buildings with economic, social, 
public or religious functions).
Administrative documents and byelaws explicitly state that rental values 
were defined as the interest rate on the capital value of the house (or land): 
in the late sixteenth century, this was set at 6.25%, and for the 1670s at 5%.19 
Owner-occupants had to submit a recent sales contract that mentioned 
the price of the house. In 1583 and 1667, tax farmers and real estate agents 
readjusted old prices to current market prices or corrected them according 
to the physical condition of the house. Tenants, in contrast, were asked to 
submit the rental price. Annual rents already equalled the interest rate on 
the capital value of the house and reflected actual market prices and the 
condition of the house more closely. Still, real estate agents downsized or 
upsized some rental prices as well.20 Although the exact tax rates and thus 
rental values cannot be determined for 1382, and they differed for 1583 and 
1667, this poses no problems for the comparison, since all houses can be 
positioned in a relative order to each other within each benchmark year.
Housing taxes were deemed fair taxes since every household paid according 
to its status. In practice, however, there was a social correction for poor 
tenants. In the case of cheap housing, it was almost always the owner who 
paid the taxes; for middle-class and elite housing the taxes were either 
paid by the tenant or by both parties together. Sometimes the names of 
owners or tenants were omitted, depending on who paid the tax. Still, the 
information in the registers was formulated in such a way that we could 
deduce whether it concerned an owner-occupied property or a leased house.
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342 Since we want to reconstruct the distribution of housing values and resi-
dential patterns mirroring the social topography of Bruges, we omitted all 
buildings with an exclusively public, religious, economic or social function 
(e.g. hospitals or social dwellings for the elderly).21 Also, we split all joint 
entries into single dwellings. For instance, in 1583, the widow of Jan van 
Scardenburg owned two clusters of 8 and 11 cameren at both sides of the 
Tweede Sint-Jansstraatje, for which she paid 1,200 and 2,200 groats. Each 
house was entered separately into the database, and the rental values 
were recalculated accordingly, resulting in 150 and 200 groats per house, 
respectively.22 
The data derived from the tax registers were spatially visualised in a GIS-
environment (QGIS).23 An initial difficulty we confronted was the lack 
of accurate maps for the investigated periods. Thus, a first step was to 
reconstruct the late medieval and early modern urban landscapes of Bruges. 
Starting from georectified cadastral maps (the Primitive Plan of 1835 and 
the plan by Christian Popp of 1865), the most important topographical 
elements (streets, housing blocks and waterways) were vectorized and 
modified to the sixteenth-century situation by comparing plot structures 
with the situation depicted in three sixteenth-century maps, i.e. the detailed 
bird’s-eye view by Marcus Gerards (1562), the street plan by Jacob van 
Deventer (1561) and the so-called Oldest Painted Plan of Bruges (circa 1550). 
This base map was further updated for each of our three benchmark periods 
by integrating into it geographical information from primary sources and 
secondary literature.24
Next, fiscal data for 1382, 1583 and 1667 were linked to these reconstructed 
maps. One of the main difficulties we encountered had to do with the 
level of geographical detail. While the 1583 and 1667 documents are very 
precise in describing the tax collectors’ routes through the city, allowing 
for virtually every building to be located precisely, the tax register of 
1382 was far less detailed in its “textual cartography”.25 For example, the 
north side of the Steenstraat and Zuidzandstraat, connecting the central 
market place with the Zand Square, consisted of seven housing blocks. 
Each of these seven sections is described separately in the 1583 and 1667 
registers. The 1382 register, however, only mentions the street name and 
the direction of the thoroughfare, while neglecting the seven subdivisions. 
Thus, crucial information needed to differentiate properties was sometimes 
absent. Furthermore, some (by)streets and alleys were not mentioned at 
all in 1382, leaving us to question whether these even existed at that point 
or whether they were covered in the tax register under the heading of a 
larger nearby street or area. In total the district of Saint James could be 
Methodology
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343subdivided into 67 geographical entities for 1382. For 1583 and 1667 we 
could distinguish 205 and 175 block faces with dwellings, respectively. It 
goes without saying that these distortions affect the level of accuracy; the 
1382 reconstruction shows larger geographical entities than the 1583 and 
1667 reconstructions. Yet empirical research on early modern towns has 
shown that social segregation primarily occurred between streets (“around 
the corner”) and less so within streets.26 As the geographic entities for 
1382 mostly represent streets or street sides, they suffice for the purposes 
of visualising and comparing general patterns in the urban topography.
On a macro level, a first observation is a pronounced decline in the hous-
ing stock in this district over time, as indicated in TABle 1. The number of 
houses dropped from 2,208 in 1382 to 1,694 in 1583 (-23%); by 1667 it had 
further declined to just 1,469 houses (-13%). This evolution is in line with 
the general demographic trend in Bruges.
We cannot compare the change in rental values between 1382 and 1583, 
since rental value data are lacking in the registers of 1382, but are available 
for 1583 and 1667. Between 1583 and 1667, median housing prices increased 
by a factor 3.5. Between each benchmark year, the coefficient of variation, 
indicating the dispersion of the frequency distribution, diminished from 
1.55 to 0.98 and then to 0.87. Although housing prices increased over time, 
the inequality in housing conditions diminished considerably. The period 
between 1382 and 1500 has often been considered the “golden age” of 
wage labour, a period in which labourers earned substantially higher real 
wages than before, and it is in line with expectations that inequality would 
have diminished.27 On the other hand, it can be assumed that part of the 
wealthy elite left Bruges after it lost its commercial dominance. Existing 
upper-class residences did not disappear from the urban landscape, but 
diminishing demand for this housing category had a negative impact on 
prices during the early modern period.28 The evolution between 1583 and 
1667, in contrast, is counterintuitive. Housing prices more than tripled and 
the coefficient of variation declined in a period characterised by high social 
polarisation. We will come back to that later on.
Since inequality tends to stress the extremes, let us first have a look at the 
distribution in housing classes. For this, we classified our data for each 
period in quintiles, from I to V, with quintile I grouping 20% of houses with 
the lowest tax or rental values, and quintile V the 20% with the highest values.
Regarding the distribution of the total tax values over these classes (TAB. 2), 
it is apparent that the property market in Saint James was remarkably 
polarised in 1382 compared to the later periods. The total contribution of 
the 20% most expensive houses (Q5) declined strongly between 1382 and 
General trends in 
urban change in 
the Saint James 
district
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344 1583, whereas that of cheaper (Q1) and middle-class housing (Q2 and Q3) 
increased. To get a better understanding of this evolution, we will now turn 
to a spatial analysis of our data.
For each of our benchmark years, we calculated the median tax/rental values 
for all the geographical entities and classified these entities according to 
the quintiles we discerned earlier. The maps presenting this (fig. 2) reveal 
that the late fourteenth-century polarisation of the real estate market was 
accompanied by a spatial segregation very similar to the model described 
by Sjoberg. The houses within the first city walls were clearly of a higher 
standing than those in the adjacent suburbs. Notable exceptions were the 
entrance roads leading from the town gates to the centre, where houses 
had higher values than those in the intermediate zones. Eighty years after 
the construction of the second ramparts, the built space still reflected the 
spontaneous expansion of the city along these entrance roads and the 
thirteenth-century settlement of poor migrant labourers in the industrial 
suburbs.29 Housing patterns adapted but slowly to the changing conditions.
By 1583, this segregation had become less extreme. Although the former 
distinction between the city centre and suburbs is still visible, both zones 
show a more mixed layout in which middle-class housing became more 
dominant. These trends continue up to 1667, with the former distinction 
between different zones becoming even less pronounced. Part of this evolu-
tion can be explained by the gradual fading away of the sharp distinction 
between the old city centre, protected by the first ramparts, and the former 
suburbs. Since the second ramparts now protected the entire area, wealthy 
families acquired land to construct new residences with large gardens. 
The entrance roads gradually developed into commercial streets where 
the convenient location resulted in higher prices. Another factor was the 
economic reconversion of Bruges. Since employment in the low-wage textile 
sector dropped by half in the Late Middle Ages, Bruges was less attractive 
for low-skilled migrants.30 Although more research is required to confirm 
this, we assume that parts of the former (slum) neighbourhoods of arrival, 
all situated on the urban fringes, were either demolished or the housing 
there was upgraded. In addition, the city’s more diversified economy, with 
a stronger focus on luxury products, and the so-called “golden age” of 
labour between 1350 and 1500, must have resulted in a demand for better 
quality housing.
We should not assume, however, that rising housing values and diminishing 
inequality in housing conditions meant upward social mobility for lower 
and middling households generally. While many households in the early 
modern period lived in better quality and more expensive housing than 
before, tenancy rates increased, suggesting more people could not afford 
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Processing data with GIS
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  1382 Evolution 1583 Evolution 1667
Number of houses 2,208 -23% 1,694 -13% 1,469
Median value 18 480 *3.5 1,680
Average value 36.59 756.52 *3.28 2,481.34
Standard deviation 56.66 744.06 *2.89 2,151.89
Coefficient of variation 1.55 -36.48% 0.98 -11.83% 0.87
Table 1  
Evolution of houses and taxes (1382) and 
rental values (1583-1667) (in groat Flemish).
Table 2 
Percentage of total tax value per quintile.
  1382 1583 1667
Q1 2% 5% 5%
Q2 4% 8% 8%
Q3 9% 13% 14%
Q4 20% 22% 23%
Q5 64% 51% 49%
top 10% 46% 33% 31%
top 5% 32% 20% 18%
op 1% 11% 6% 4%
Vi
su
al
is
in
g 
ur
ba
n 
so
ci
al
 c
ha
ng
e,
  
Br
ug
es
 1
30
0–
17
00
336
-363
p. 343
p. 343
n. 29
-3
0
346 15831382
en
Processing data with GIS
347
Figure 2 
Median housing 
values on the level of 
street (side) [1382] / 
block face  
[1583 and 1667]  
(map by the authors).
1667
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Figure 3 
Share of rental housing 
(%) per street (side) 
[1382] / block face  
[1583 and 1667]  
(map by the authors).
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Figure 4 
Street(sides) [1382]  
/ block faces  
[1583 and 1667]  
with more than 75% 
rental housing  
(map by the authors).
1667
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352 to own a house anymore.31 The share of rented houses was 56% in 1382; 
this rose to 66% in 1583 and a staggering 73% in 1667.
Figure 3 shows the percentage of tenants for each street side. Not sur-
prisingly, the overall picture is the inverse of the maps of rental values. 
Most tenants lived in areas with low rental values. Moreover, from the 
late fourteenth to the second half of the seventeenth centuries, tenants 
continued to be concentrated outside the city centre. Yet, some particular 
developments across time are also clearly visible. While in 1382, the share of 
tenants in a street rarely exceeded 75%, by the end of the sixteenth century 
a major shift had occurred, and many areas both within and outside the 
first ramparts were “tenant only” (fig. 4). This pattern seems to continue 
up to 1667. On the other hand, the share of “tenant-free” streets dropped 
significantly between 1382 and 1667, notably the area alongside the central 
market square and the Moerstraat.
The impact of rent on household budgets cannot be underestimated. After 
the prosperous decades under Burgundian rule, sticky wages and high 
inflation in sixteenth-century Bruges diminished the purchasing power of 
labourers by 75%. At the same time, many households belonging to the 
middling groups became highly indebted, sold their houses and became 
tenants themselves. High rents diminished the savings capacity of these 
households even further.32 Moreover, as Hanus rightfully stressed, property 
ownership was essential for upward social mobility.33 Real estate could be 
used as collateral for long-term loans with a high capital value, whereas 
tenants had no such opportunities and were less able to invest in their 
businesses. Another important factor from the seventeenth century onwards 
was speculation in the housing market. After the demographic crisis of 
the late sixteenth century, owners demolished old rentals on the urban 
fringes and joined existing houses in better-situated locations to make 
larger units. The adapted supply of housing resulted in higher rental prices 
again. Also, wealthy merchant families and entrepreneurs invested in real 
estate, driving up housing prices.34
The most important added value of GIS is that it enables the detection 
of specific, and sometimes divergent, trends within a larger district. We 
examined change in four zones in the study neighbourhood over time (fig. 5). 
For this purpose, we combined the maps of rental values (fig. 2) with the 
maps that visualise the evolving number of houses per street side (fig. 6).
Considering the inner-city commercial zone (fig. 5, i) between the Market 
and Zand Square, Steenstraat and Zuidzandstraat, which linked the squares, 
had very high rental values in 1382. Its direct connection to the roads leading 
to Ostend, Courtrai and Ghent made this street an excellent commercial 
Specific  
trends at the 
neighbourhood 
level: number and 
values of houses
en
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Figure 5 
Zones with divergent  
patterns in housing. 
(map by the authors).
I. 
commercial zone between 
Market and Zand Square; 
II. 
Prinsenhof; 
III. 
Boeverie textile area; 
IV. 
textile area near Cattevoorde.
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Figure 6 
Evolution of the number  
of houses (%) per street 
(side) [1382-1583]  
/ block face [1583-1667]  
(map by the authors).
1583 – 1667
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356 location. When Bruges lost its gateway function to Antwerp and reoriented 
its economy toward local and regional trade, Saint James’ inner city area 
gained in importance. Existing houses along this street were split up to meet 
the demand for commercial locations. Prices of individual units remained 
high, but the median value declined as an effect of split properties.
In 1382, very high rental values were found in the zone surrounding the 
Prinsenhof as well (fig. 5, ii). Count Guy of Dampierre ordered the construc-
tion of a new residence north of the Geldmuntstraat in the 1290s, which must 
have led to the gentrification of the area from this early date. In 1384, Philip 
the Bold, duke of Burgundy, started building the new Prinsenhof that would 
dominate this neighbourhood for two centuries to come. After 1500, the 
Habsburg princes only occasionally inhabited the residence and eventually 
abandoned it in 1576. By then, the surrounding area had lost its appeal to 
the local elites, hence the middle-class rental values. In 1649, entrepreneur 
Rogier de Ghelder redeveloped the former Prinsenhof. One house became 
the new residence of the mayor of Bruges; others were destined for the 
upper middle classes. Remarkably, this was the only private development 
project of some consequence in seventeenth-century Bruges. 35
In the suburban part of Saint James, there are two notable, and contrasting 
patterns. By 1382, houses on the main entrance roads had relatively high 
rental values, whereas those elsewhere were extremely cheap. Confiscation 
registers document this disparity very well. The aforementioned linen 
weaver Willem Rogier paid 12 groats for a house with thatched roof on 
a secondary street. The house of his fellow rebel, weaver Clays van den 
Boongaerde, was not much better since it was described as “miserable”.36 
Nevertheless, he paid 6 groats more than Willem Rogier. This was probably 
because Clays lived in the Ezelstraat, one of the thoroughfares connecting 
the city centre with the countryside, confirming the impact of location on 
house values.37
Comparing the values of houses in 1382, 1583 and 1667, it is remarkable 
that the initial contrast between the entrance roads and peripheral blocks 
gradually disappeared. It was mainly due to the structural shift in the textile 
industry, which caused unemployment and emigration among textile 
workers until the sixteenth century. Zones III and IV (fig. 5) were textile 
areas in 1382, near the tenter-fields of Cattevoorde in the north and the 
Boeveriestraat in the south. By 1583, the former occupied a much smaller 
area than before, and the latter was abandoned. The number of textile 
workers living here had declined considerably, and many cheap rentals in 
these former neighbourhoods of arrival were demolished, which explains 
the sharp decline in number of houses there. During the seventeenth 
century, immigration by lower-skilled linen workers pushed up demand 
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for rental housing again. The tax registers of 1667 mention the construction 
of several new houses in zones III and IV.
In this contribution, we have explored the use of a GIS, drawing on pre-
industrial cadastral sources, to shed new light on the interplay of economic 
development, social change and social topography, and this from a longue 
durée point of view. First, a GIS allowed us to reconstruct the layout of 
sixteenth-century Bruges, and its dynamic functionality made it possible to 
reproduce and adjust this base-map for different points in time. Second, this 
technology not only illuminates some distinct geographic patterns hidden 
in the rather monotonous lists of names and numbers in the tax registers, it 
also allowed us to explore and visualise spatial patterns on a more detailed 
level than the sources offered us at first sight. The visual comparison of rental 
values, residential patterns and numbers of houses over time contributes 
importantly to an understanding urban development and social change. 
Once a GIS environment is set up, its strength is exactly the ease with which 
different data can be presented, combined and compared. Yet the possibili-
ties go further. Our maps show the data on an aggregate level, losing some 
of the nuances in urban social topography. By integrating other sources, it 
will be possible to visualise the social topography of Bruges on the level of 
the individual plots and households, allowing for a very thorough analysis. 
Although the focus in this contribution has been on testing the methodology 
and the comparability of available source materials, future research will 
involve finding explanations for the diverging patterns and evolutions our 
analysis uncovered. Within the limited scope of this article, we have tried to 
establish some tentative links between economic reconversion, population 
decline and standards of living, yet many questions remain unanswered 
or require further historical research.
First, the 1382 tax list data indicate a very strong Sjobergean core-periphery 
division in the later medieval period. We would like to dig into the relation-
ship between residential segregation on the one hand, and patterns and 
evolutions in occupational topography (about which we now have only a 
limited view) on the other. Was there also a core-periphery segregation 
among occupations? How did this change over time?
Second, we need to establish more firmly whether the evolution towards 
a more diversified layout of the Saint James district in early modern times 
reflects a general increase in welfare for the entire population of the city. 
The falling rate of home ownership throughout the early modern period 
suggests at least that we need to be alert to more hidden processes of 
proletarianisation and social division. Research by Deneweth has shown 
that when studying residential segregation we need to take into account not 
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358 only economic developments, but also other variables such as intra-urban 
migration, changes in building materials, the interaction of housing and 
household budgets, and real estate speculation by urban elites, including 
the demolishing and rebuilding of entire housing blocks (so-called “creative 
destruction”) and the joining or splitting of existing housing units in order to 
accommodate ever-changing market conditions (and of course, to increase 
profit margins). Moreover, the real estate market was not only in the hands 
of buyers and sellers. Urban governments continuously intervened and 
steered the market in certain directions through legislation and active plan-
ning.38 While we know a good deal about these factors for the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, the late medieval situation is rather unclear for now.
Finally, rental values of private houses are believed to be indicative of the 
wealth of occupants, either resident owners or tenants, with the limitation, 
however, that the percentage of a household budget spent on housing is 
inversely proportional to household income. Since they are believed to 
be comparable across time and space, fiscal sources detailing the (rental) 
values of houses have been widely used as a proxy for economic inequality 
in the pre-industrial period.39 Given the interplay of housing values and 
residential patterns, one might wonder whether the accuracy of (rental) 
values as indicators of economic inequality depends on the specific point 
in time because rents weigh much heavier on household budgets in some 
periods. Therefore, one should always combine housing values and resi-
dential patterns to capture the social reality of a city over time.
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